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Recommended action 

Education and Student Committee is invited to discuss the potential implications for City. 

 

The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) in August 2016 published a 
report on third-parties helping students to cheat, focusing on online companies known as 
essay mills. Following publication of the report the UK government asked the QAA in 
collaboration with Universities UK (UUK), and the National Union of Students (NUS) to 
develop guidance for HE providers, and standalone guidance for students on tackling use 
contract cheating. This guidance was published in October 2017.  

This paper summarises the guidance report “Contracting to Cheat in Higher Education: 
How to Address Contract Cheating, the Use of Third-Party Services and Essay Mills”, and 
the implications for City.  
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Background 

In October 2017 the QAA in collaboration with UUK and the NUS produced guidance on 
tackling contract cheating. This guidance was in response to a call from the UK government 
after the QAA published a report on the increase in contract cheating in August 2016. The 
full guidance report can be found at: https://goo.gl/n451cy. 

Contract cheating is defined in the guidance as “a form of cheating where a student submits 
work to a higher education provider for assessment, where they have used one or more of a 
range of services provided by a third party, and such input is not permitted”. This form of 
cheating may include payment, but is not always the case.  

Examples of contract cheating include essays, reports, or other types of assessment, 
conducting research, and impersonation during examination. The “third parties” typically 
include web-based companies or auction sites (termed essay mills), sharing websites or an 
individual such as a lecturer, colleague, friend or relative. Essay mills have been designed to 
provide customised responses to assignments with a short turnaround time, and to specified 
grades and qualification levels. Students are being specifically targeted by essay mills 
through social media, and in some cases posters and leafletting on campuses.  

Higher Education providers have an obligation to ensure that the awards that they make 
meet nationally agreed standards, as well as a responsibility under Chapter B6 of the Quality 
Code to ensure they operate an “equitable, valid and reliable process of assessment”. 
Contract cheating therefore undermines a provider’s ability to assure the standards of their 
qualifications. Whilst plagiarism and ghost-writing are covered by institutional misconduct 
procedures the recent increase of third parties in offering to help students cheat has raised 
concerns within the sector. As the assignments are custom-written, text-matching tools 
which are widely used to detect plagiarism are less effective. Therefore, amassing effective 
evidence to challenge contract cheating can be difficult.  

Students obtaining awards based on contract cheating can then go into careers where they 
are practising with inadequate professional skills, and therefore presenting a risk to the 
public. This is particularly pertinent in relation to programmes which are professionally 
accredited or lead to a professional status.  

Many PSRBs have a statutory responsibility to ensure the character and suitability of 
graduates wishing to enter their profession. Therefore, they must ensure that characters 
have the relevant qualification, and qualities including honesty, integrity and professionalism, 
and do not pose a risk to the public or profession. The exact requirements vary according to 
the profession and PSRB. Therefore, students need to be aware that contract cheating can 
negatively impact on their career as well as degree award.  

The QAA guidance notes provide suggested approaches where providers adopt a culture of 
academic integrity, whilst encouraging scholarship, and discouraging all forms of academic 
misconduct. The recommendations have been summarised, with potential areas for 
consideration at City in the subsequent table. Following discussion at Education and Student 
Committee, Student and Academic Services together with the relevant departments will 
develop an action plan, including prioritising actions and a timeline.   
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QAA Summarised Recommendation Potential Implications for City 
Education – Information and Support for Students 

1. Use information and support for students to place a positive focus 
on academic integrity. Early, written information to students is critical. 

a) Review student induction to ensure a positive emphasis on 
academic integrity.  

b) Review and revise information in student handbooks about 
academic integrity. 

c) For programmes covered by PSRB include specific guidance 
on how contract cheating will negatively impact on career 
progression. 

2. Provide support for students that enables them to develop skills in 
studying, academic writing, the use of academic sources, 
paraphrasing and research. Think about how essay mills find their 
customers, and how students find them. 

a) Programmes to review the information they provide students 
particularly in their first year regarding developing their 
academic skills, reinforcing a strong message of academic 
integrity throughout the programme.  

b) Review information in programme handbooks/programme 
information to ensure sufficient signposting to the Learning 
Success skills sessions on academic skills and academic 
learning support available from LEaD.  

c) Provide clear signposting to support that is on offer to 
students who are feeling under pressure.  

Education – Training and Information for Staff 
3. Ensure that staff are kept up to date with academic regulations on 
assessment, and their responsibility to uphold academic standards 
and integrity. Ensure that staff are familiar with the concept of 
contract cheating, and the procedures to be followed when it is 
suspected. 

a) Ensure integration of academic integrity into staff training on 
learning, teaching and assessment design.  

b) Provide training and guidance to academic staff on the design 
and use of resilient assessment methods.  

Prevention 
4. Consider 'authentic assessment', with a mixture of assessment 
methods where possible. Think about how to limit cheating 
opportunities when designing and reviewing courses and setting 
assignments. 

a) To incorporate the use of a mixture of assessments in the 
current undergraduate assessment review, and LEaD to 
continue supporting assessment design. 

Consider blocking essay mill websites from your IT equipment. Be 
alert to advertising methods such as posters, flyers and social media, 
and take steps to minimise/counter them when detected. 

a) Explore with IT the blocking of known essay mills websites 
from IT equipment.  

b) Use of blocking messages to reiterate the importance of 
academic integrity for users attempting to access such 
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websites, with details of support services for students who are 
struggling.  

c) Develop a reporting tool to IT for new “essay mill” websites.  
d) Guidance to be given to security staff to remove posters and 

flyers advertising contract cheating services. 
Detection 

5. Consider organisation-wide detection methods. Consider linguistic 
analysis tools to complement text-matching software. Get to know 
your students’ styles and capabilities, and be alert to unexpected 
peaks in a student’s assessment performance. 

a) Investigate the use of linguistic analysis tools to complement 
the current Turnitin system.  

b) Review the current academic misconduct processes to 
ensure appropriate protection for the accuser and accused in 
whistleblowing. 

6. Consider formal processes for alerting PSRBs of misconduct by 
students where programmes are part of, or are likely to lead to, 
professional qualification. 

a) Review formal PSRB reporting processes for misconduct on 
programmes with a high likelihood of professional 
qualification. 

Regulations and Policies 
7. Make regulations and guidance as clear as possible, available in a 
range of formats and languages. Have an explicit procedure to follow 
to report a suspicion of academic misconduct, determining who to 
report to and how to report it. 

a) Review the guidance on academic misconduct to ensure 
appropriate reference to contract cheating, and the 
procedures to follow when it is suspected. 

8. Designated and specially trained academic conduct officers may 
adjudicate on routine matters. Use a panel to adjudicate on serious 
and/or complex allegations of academic misconduct, and appeals, 
with members supported and trained appropriately. Record statistics 
for cheating cases in sufficient detail to allow effective analysis. 

a) Review how academic misconduct panel outcomes are 
reported to capture the level of contract cheating. 
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